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Y  FOREBEARS  and  those  of  your  Mother,  whose 
maiden  name  was  Helen  Hiebert,  were  Holland 

_  Mennonites.  They  were  called  Mennonites  after 

tneir  leader,  or  preacher,  Menno  Simon  (1492-1559).  Men- 
no  Siinon  was  not  the  founder  of  the  Mennonites  but  upon 
his  renunciation  of  the  Catholic  Church  in  1536,  in  which 
he  had  served  as  priest,  he  was  urgently  requested  by  a 
deputation  of  the  Anabaptists,  as  they  were  then  called 
in  Holland,  whose  leaders  had  all  been  either  driven  out 
of  the  country  or  been  killed,  to  become  their  leader  and 
preacher.  He  accepted  their  request,  was  ordained  and 
became  their  most  influential  leader.  The  Anabaptists 
had  their  origin  with  Ulrich  Zwingli,  Conrad  Grebel,  Fe¬ 
lix  Mantz  and  others  in  about  1525  when  they  broke  with 
the  Catholic  Church.  The  movement  perhaps  started  in 
Switzerland  and  spread  rapidly.  Further  information 
can  be  found  in  “An  Outline  of  Mennonite  History”  by  J. 
John  Friesen,  my  brother;  also  “The  Mennonites  of 
America”  by  C.  Henry  Smith  and  many  other  publica¬ 
tions. 


Due  to  religious  persecution  many  of  the  Mennonites 
left  Holland  and  migrated  to  Prussia  where  they  had 
been  offered  certain  rights  and  religious  privileges.  They 
settled  in  the  neighborhood  of  Danzig  and,  being  a  very 
frugal  and  industrious  people,  they  prospered  greatly. 
By  1785  there  were  some  12,000  Mennonites  in  Prussia 
owning  more  than  80,000  acres  of  land.  Under  Wilhelm 
I  and  his  Son,  Frederick  the  Great,  military  hardships 
were  imposed  on  the  Mennonites  again  so  that  they  could 
not  follow  their  convictions.  It  was  at  this  time  that 
Catherine  the  Great  (Catherine  II)  of  Russia,  offered 
them  absolute  religious  freedomm  and  gave  them  large 
grants  of  open  fertile  land  north  of  the  Black  Sea  and 
the  Sea  of  Azov,  in  the  Ukraine. 


In  1788,  after  more  than  25<J>’ears  in  Prussia,  a  mi¬ 
gration  started  to  South  Russia.  It  is  in  South  Russia 
where  mine  and  your  mother’s  parents  were  born.  The 
Mennonites  had  prospered  greatly  in  Russia  and  had 
made  a  vertitable  Garden  of  Eden  of  that  section  where 
they  lived. 

One  of  the  tenets  of  the  Mennonites  was  not  to  bear 
arms.  They  were  a  peace-loving  people.  Catherine  II  had 
granted  them  complete  exemption  from  military  service 
for  all  time.  They  developed  a  great  and  thriving  settle¬ 
ment  in  Russia,  'entirely  by  themselves,  with  their  own 
schools,  their  own  industries  and  their  own  churches; 
they  were  happy  and  prosperous. 

After  Catherine  II  had  died,  a  new  Czar,  Alexander 
in  1874  decreed  military  service  for  all.  including  the 
Mennonites.  Again  many  of  them  felt  compelled  to  leave 
their  homes  in  pursuit’  of  religious  liberty.  This  time 
America  was  the  land  of  hope  and  promise.  To  speak  of 
only  the  period  when  my  own  parents  left  Russia,  be¬ 
tween  1874-1880.  some  5000  Mennonites  came  to  America. 
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Now  to  trace  the  genealogy  I  can  go  back  on  my 
Father’s  side  only  as  far  as  my  great  grandfather  and  on 
my  Mother’s  side  to  the  great  great  grandfather. 

My  great  grandfather  on  father’s  father’s  side  was 
Abram  Van  Riesen,  born  about  1770  in  Prussia.  He  mar¬ 
ried  Anna  Doerksen  in  1791  and  migrated  to  Russia. 

My  grandfather,  on  father’s  side  was  Jacob  Friesen, 
born  1801,  April  3rd  in  Russia.  He  married  Helena  Dyck, 
born  Nov.  19th,  1807,  who  died  of  cancer  at  an  early  age 
on  Nov.  16,  1859,  age  52. 

Grandfather  Friesen  migrated  to  America,  Canada, 
in  1874  and  died  Mar.  4th,  1886  at  Niverville,  Manitoba^ 
Grandfather,  being  a  modest  man,  dropped  the  Van  and 
changed  the  surname  to  Friesen. 

My  father,  Jacob  Friesen,  was  born  July  16,  1834,  in 
Russia  and  married  mother,  Helena  Penner,  on  July  5th, 
1859.  Mother  was  born  May  1st,  1842.  Father  died  Dec. 
25th,  1910  in  his  77th  year,  and  mother  died  Sept.  3rd, 
1916  in  her  75th  year. 

The  other  great  grandfather  on  father’s  side,  i.e. 
father’s  grand  father  on  his  mother’s  side,  was  Peter 
Dyck.  He  was  born  in  Prussia  but  neither  birth  nor 
death  dates  are  known.  It  is  known  that  he  was  a  man 
of  huge  size  and  great  strength  and  for  this  reason  was 
impressed  into  the  service  as  body  guard  of  King  Fred¬ 
erick  the  Great,  of  Prussia.  He  married  a  widow  by  the 
name  of  Aganetha  Penner.  A  daughter  born  to  them, 
Helena  Dyck,  above  referred  to,  was  father’s  mother,  and 
my  paternal  grandmother. 

On  mother's  side  my  great,  great  grandfather  on  mo¬ 
ther’s  fathers  side,  was  Gerhard  Penner,  born  1758,  Oct. 
15th,  in  Prussia;  the  death  date  is  not  known.  Great, 
great  grandmother  was  born  Jan.  3rd,  1768;  death  date 
not  known. 

Great  grandfather  was  Peter  Penner,  born  1792,  Oct. 
31st,  in  Prussia,  and  died  Aug.  20th,  1844.  Great  grand¬ 
mother  was  born  April  21st,  1779,  death  date  not  known. 
They  moved  from  Prussia  to  Russia  where  grandfather 
Peter  Penner  was  born  Dec.  21st,  1820. 

Great  grandfather  on  mother’s  mother’s  side  was 
Abram  Neufeld.  born  1777,  July  23rd.  in  Prussia.  He  died 
in  1846.  Great  grandfather  Neufeld  married  Helena  Teich- 
grabin;  she  was  born  in  1779,  May  1st,  and  died  July  19th 
1866.  Great  grandfather  Neufeld  moved  to  Russia  Aug. 
16,  1803,  where  he  gained  fame  as  a  producer  of  fine  silks. 

Grandfather  Peter  Penner,  as  stated  above,  was  born 
Dec.  21st,  1820  in  Russia.  He  married  a  widow  Maria 
Funk,  nee  Neufeld,  who  was  born  March  1st,  1816. 
Grandfather  and  Grandmother  Penner  came  to  America 
in  17.75  and  settled  on  a  farm  about  five  miles  northeast 
of  Mountain  Lake.  While  in  Russia  grandfather  Penner 


/ 


1 


at 


'  '  -  .  -  ;  i  . 

•  ■  .•>  1  . 

f  .  ■  <  •  ■  ■ 

'  '!  ;■  Uj  ;  K:t>  ■  V'*  '■  :  f)H  i 

'  . .  •  ■ 


i  i 

V  ""  • 

■f  ■  ’  '  '  ' 


h 


-  -  '  ■  •'  .  V  • 

. 

■ 


-  r  IZ 


nO 


■  ■»  -■  *  ‘  t  <  ■.  i  V  ’  ’  . 

r  :  :;r  ■'  i  •  ■  v.  i  r  *.  I 

O',  iff  t 


> 


nrf  i  .•  o 


•  •-  .  ‘ 

-  •  .r  -  -l  *-  ■  ;  •  *•  <r) 


\  ot 


‘.'10(3  i'iW  *?. 


•V  ’ 


or  n  ,! 


O'  -vT  i'“j 


had  been  a  merchant.  My  memory  does  not  go  back  far 
enough  to  know  of  their  living  on  the  farm,  but  I  remem¬ 
ber  well  Grandfather  and  Grandmother  Fenner’s  home 
in  Mountain  Lake,  Minnesota.  Grandmother  Penner  was 
a  very  sweet  and  wise  old  lady.  I  remember  distinctly 
standing  at  her  bedside  when  she  died,  April  21st,  1889. 
After  grandmother's  death  Grandfather  Fenner  lived 
with  us  cn  the  farm  for  about  20  years.  He  had  his  own 
horse  and  buggy  that  he  used  to  make  calls  and  visits  at 
friends  and  neighbors.  He  was  very  religious  and  felt  it 
his  duty  on  all  occasions  to  see  if  the  other  fellow  Was 
on  the  right  path.  The  last  ten  or  eleven  years  of  his  life 
he  lived  in  Mountain  Lake,  staying  either  with  my  par¬ 
ents  or  at  John  Reimers.  Mrs.  Reimer  being  a  daughter. 
He  was  a  great  caller,  as  already  indicated,  and  cane  in 
hand,  he  kept  this  up  almost  to  the  end  of  his  days.  He 
lived,  to  be  almost  102  years,  dying  in  1922,  Oct.  20th. 
Up  to  within  the  last  two  years  of  his  life  his  eyes  re¬ 
mained  clear  and  his  mind  alert  to  the  end.  Grandfather 
and  grandmother  Penner  had  three  children:  My  mother, 
Helena  the  oldest,  Uncle  Abraham  Penner  and  Aunt 
Mario.  Reimer. 

Grandfather  Friesen,  who  lived  in  Manitoba,  I  have 
seen  only  on  one  occasion,  on  a  visit  to  Manitoba  with 
mjT  parents  when  I  was  four  years  old.  He  was  .a  huge 
man  and  reputed  to  have  been  very  strong. 

Father  and  Mother  and  their  children  came  to 
America  in  the  Fall  of  1874  and  spent  the  winter  with 
friends  in  Ontario,  Canada.  In  the  Spring  of  1875  they 
looked  over  Manitoba  and  then  came  to  Minnesota. 
Father  bought  a  quarter  of  land  five  miles  North-west, 
of  Butterfield,  in  Wantonwan  County.  St.  James  was  the 
County  seat.  Here  my  parents  built  a  home  and  started 
life  anew  with  small  means  in  a  new  country  but  in  the 
Land  cf  Liberty.  It  was  a  hard  beginning  os  will  appear 
later. 

My  parents  had  four  children  when  they  left  Russia: 

Jacob,  the  oldest,  was  born  Sept.  14,  1860.  He  was  a 
wonderful  brother  but  had  to  leave  untimely  when  he 
was  killed  by  lightening  at  the  age  of  35,  while  in  the 
field  on  a  binder,  harvesting,  July  18,  1895.  He  had  mar¬ 
ried  a  widow  from  Manitoba.  Eva  Hiebert,  nee  Loepke. 
At  the  time  of  his  death  there  were  three  children,  Jacob, 
Susie  and  John.  A  fourth,  Helen,  was  born  about  a 
month  after  his  death.  They  are  at  this  writing  all  liv¬ 
ing,  and  prosperous  in  Minnesota.  Eva,  his  wife  died 
July  2,  1934. 

The  second  was  Maria,  born  Jan.  6,  1862.  She  was 
married  to  Jacob  D.  Schroeder  at  a  time  when  I  was  too 
young  to  remember  it.  They  lived  in  Mountain  Lake, 
where  in  the  early  years  Schroeder  was  a  photographer. 
He  died  in  1916  of  cancer  of  the  stomach.  They  had  nine 
children,  the  third  of  whom,  Peter,  became  a  very  noted 
Mennonite  preacher.  Sister  Maria  died  at  the  mature  age 
of  78,  Jan.  31,  1940,  of  some  gall  bladder  complication, 
perhaps  cancer. 
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The  third  was  Helena,  born  Feb.  24,  1866.  She  mar¬ 
ried  Henry  A.  Wall.  For  a  number  of  years  they  lived  on 
a  farm  two  or  three  miles  north-west  of  Mountain  Lake 
and  then  built  a  home  in  Mountain  Lake.  Henry  Wall 
died  in  1918  of  influenzal  pneumonia.  Sister  Helena  died 
April  15,  1931,  also  of  a  virus  pneumonia,  according  to 
reports. 

The  fourth,  Peter,  was  born  Oct.  17,  1870  and  at  this 
writing  is  well  and  living  on  a  farm  a  mile  and  a  half 
north-west  of  Butterfield.  He  married  Maria  Sawolzki. 
They  have  one  son,  Arnold.  Peter  attended  Bethel  College 
in  Newton,  Kansas  and  was  preaching  in  the  Mennonite 
Bethel  Church  of  Mountain  Lake  for  years. 

The  fifth  was  Abraham,  born  Dec.  21,  1875,  the  first 
one  born  a  United  States  citizen.  At  the  age  of  18  while 
working  in  the  field  he  developed  a  cerebral  hemorrhage 
and  a  hemiplegia,  Sept.  4,  1894.  Brother  Peter  was  at 
Bethel  College  at  the  time  and  I,  at  the  age  of  14,  had  to 
carry  on  and  do  the  fall  plowing.  It  was  a  hard  blow. 
The  paralysis  cleared  up  in  the  course  of  several  months 
so  that  he  was  not  even  markedly  lame,  but  he  developed 
epileptic  seizures  as  a  result  of  the  cerebral  trauma  and 
has  never  gotten  real  well.  Still  he  has  lived  an  active 
life  and  is  living  at  this  writing.  He  married  a  cousin, 
Helena  Duck,  of  Altona  Manitoba.  They  have  four  living 
children,  Roland,  Benno.  Walter  and  Neta.  They  have 
lived  in  Mountain  Lake  most  of  the  time. 

Shortly  after  Abraham's  birth  a  tragedy  occurred 
which  was  a  terrible  thing  in  those  early  days  of  getting 
started.  Father,  by  accident  with  a  knife,  severed  the 
femoral  artery  in  his  right  leg.  He  nearly  bled  to  death 
immediately.  In  those  early  days  there  was  no  medical 
help  available.  He  was  repeatedly  exsanguinated  by  re¬ 
curring  hemorrhages.  It  wasn’t  long  before  the  leg  be-, 
came  gangrenous  and  had  to  be  amputated  in  St.  Paul 
by  a  Dr.  Dedolf.  That  was  a  tough  beginning.  But  Father 
got  well  and  on  crutches  led  a  very  active  life  on  the 
farm  until  his  mature  years. 

I  was  number  six,  being  born  April  20,  1880.  Though 
getting  a  bit  of  a  late  start,  being  needed  on  the  farm.  I 
finished  High  School  in  St.  James,  then  went  to  North¬ 
western  University,  Chicago,  where  I  got  my  B.S.  in 
1907  and  M.D.  in  1910.  I  married  Helen  Hiebert  Dec.  30, 
1909.  The  date  of  her  birth  is  Sept.  25,  1883.  We  have 
three  children,  Donald  Henry,  born  Feb.  19,  1911;  Milton 
Hiebert,  born  May  7,  1916;  Helen  Gertrude,  born  April 
12,  1923.  The  boys  have  changed  their  name  back  to  Van 
Riesen. 

After  I  was  through  school  I  spent  four  years  in  a 
country  practice  in  Gretna,  Manitoba.  Then  two  years  in 
Minneapolis  with  Dr.  Todd  and  took  the  Mayo  Founda¬ 
tion  Graduate  Course  in  Eye,  Ear,  Nose  and  Throat  at 
the  University  of  Minnesota.  Then  we  settled  in  Grand 
Forks,  N.D.  where  I  practiced  my  specialty  until  the  Fall 
of  1923,  when  we  came  to  California. 
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Brother  John,  or  Johann,  was  number  seven,  borr 
July  4,  1883.  He  acquired  a  college  education  and  wai 
teaching  for  a  number  of  years.  In  1915,  Sept.  1st,  he 
married  Mary  Hiebert,  your  Mother’s  sister.  Their  two 
children  are  Magdalen  and  Willard.  When  John  quit 
teaching  they  settled  on  a  little  farm  near  Butterfield, 
Minnesota.  In  the  Spring  of  1932  Mary  was  operated  on 
for  appendicitis,  developed  what  apparently  was  a  pul¬ 
monary  embolism  and  died,  August  25,  1933.  He  married 
a  second  time,  Nov.  15,  1942. 

Brother  Gerhard  was  number  eight,  and  the  young¬ 
est,  born  March  22,  1886.  He  married  Maria  Schmidt,  a 
Kansas  girl,  in  August  25,  1915.  Gerhard  also  acquired  a 
college  education  and  entered  the  ministry.  They  live  in 
Newton,  Kansas  and  have  two  children,  Erich  and 
Martha,  both  married. 


My  parents  stayed  on  the  farm  till  the  Fall  of  1909 
when,  the  children  being  scattered  and  gone,  they  sold 
it  and  bought  a  home  in  Mountain  Lake,  where  Father 
died  in  1910,  and  Mother  in  1916.  Grandfather  Penner 
spent  some  of  his  time  with  my  parents  after  they  lived 
in  Mountain  Lake,  but  most  of  the  time  until  his  death, 
in  1922,  he  lived  at  Reimers.  My  Father  had  two  broth¬ 
ers,  Abram  and  Heinrich  and  three  sisters,  Helena, 
Aganeta  and  Maria.  They  all  came  to  America  except 
the  youngest,  Maria.  The  Abram  Friesen  family  lived  in 
Minnesota,  not  far  from  my  parent’s  farm,  to  the  east. 


The  Heinrich  Friesen  family  lived  in  Manitoba.  Aunt 
Aganeta  was  a  Airs.  Peter  Duck  and  lived  in  A}tona 
Manitoba.  Helena  was  the  oldest  of  my  Grandfather’s 
family.  She  was  a  Mrs.  Peter  Buhr,  lived  and  died  in 
Manitoba.  The  younger  sister,  Maria,  was  a  Mrs.  Aaron 
Dyck.  In  1900  my  brother,  Peter,  made  a  trip  to  Russia 
to  see  the  place  where  he  was  born  and  some  of  the  rela¬ 
tives  that  had  stayed  there.  The  Aaron  Dycks  had  a  lov- 
ly  family  of  seven  daughters  and  one  son.  They  were 
very  well  to  do  and  lived  on  a  large  landed  estate  with 
many  servants,  both  male  and  female.  But  their  happi- 
Pes^_Was  s°on  to  end.  During  the  Bolshevik  revolution 
in  1918  the  Mennonites  had  their  property  confiscated 
many  were  murdered  outright,  as  were  several  of  our 
cousins  of  the  Dyck  Family,  some  were  banished  to  Si¬ 
beria  to  a  death  of  misery  and  starvation  and  all  the  cul¬ 
ture  and  civilization,  and  all  economic  institutions  of  the 
Ukraine  Mennonites  were  destroyed.  Three  of  the  Dyck 
cousins,  Anna,  Agnes  and  Agatha,  managed  to  flee  to 
Canada  m  utter  destitution,  where  they  at  this  writing 
live.  Anna  and  Agatha  were  married  when  they  came 
over  Anna  s  father-in-law  was  a  wealthy  mill  owner  be¬ 
fore  the  Revolution,  supposedly  a  multimillionaire.  But 
theie  uasnt  any  property  left  to  any  of  them*  after  the 
Communists  took  over.  ^ 


*T°Ur  Mother,s  Slde  1  don’t  know  much  about  the 
immediate  ancestors.  It  is  a  matter  of  record,  however 

that  on  May  20,  1818  the  then  Czar  of  Russia,  Alexander 
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I  who  was  a  mild  and  democratic  ruler  and  weil  belov- 
b  hv  nil  his  ocoplc,  on  an  inspection  trip  to  South  Rus- 
sia  and  the  Ukraine,  stopped  lor  breakfast  at  your  Mo¬ 
ther's  great  grand-father  David  Hiebert,  in  the  village 
of  Iialbstadt.  This  visit  was  arranged  for  weeks  in  ad¬ 
vance  The  Czar  with  a  few  officers  came  into  their  house 
in  an  entirely  unaustentatious  way  and  had  the  mistress 
of  the  home,  great  grand-mother  Hiebert,  sit  at  the  head 
of  the  table  Snd  he  and  the  rest  sat  around  the  table. 
When  great  grandmother  remonstrated  and  expressed 
her  humility,  the  Czar  said,  “We  are  all  human  beings 
created  by  God  as  equals  and  you.  as  my  hostess,  shall 
occupy  the  place  of  honor  .”  When  he  left  he  gave  her  a 
beautiful  jeweled  ring  which  has  been  kept  in  the  family 
until  recently,  but  likely  been  lost  track  of  since  the  Bol¬ 
shevik  revolution  in  1918.  Great  grandfather  David  Hie¬ 
bert  was  a  preacher. 

Your  Mother’s  grandfather  on  her  Father’s  side  was 
Jacob  Hiebert.  I  know  nothing  more  of  them.  They  died 
in  Russia. 

Your  Mother’s  father’s  name  was  Gerhard  Hiebert, 
born  July  10,  1839,  in  Russia,  and  died  March  -4th,  1901. 
He  came  to  America  in  1876,  and  lived  on  a  farm  south 
of  Mountain  Lake.  When  he  came  to  America  he  had  five 
children,  Jacob,  Elizabeth  (Mrs.  H.  P.  Goertz),  Geihard 
(Dr  Gerhard  Hiebert);  David,  (banker  in  Mountain  Lake) 
and  Susie  (Mrs.  Abram  Nickel).  Born  in  Minnesota  were 
John  (Dr.  John  P.  Hiebert)  and  Peter  (banker).  Grand- 
fathdt  Hiebert  lost  his  wife  soon  after  they  came  to 
America.  He  was  married  a  second  time,  to  Gertrude 
Nickel  in  1882,  who  is  your  Mother’s  Mother  and  your 
maternal  grandmother.  Six  children  were  born  to  them. 
Helen,  your  mother,  Sept.  25,  1883.  Gertrude,  (Mrs  D.  J. 
Schroeder);  Anna,  who  died  of  pernicious  anemia;  Mary, 
(Mrs.  J.  John  Friesen),  who  died  after  an  appendectomy 
as  above  stated;  Abram,  who  died  following  a  fracture, 
complicated  by  an  embolism  and  sudden  death.  Bernhard 
(Ben),  who  with  his  wife  Ellen  and  two  children,  Mary 
Ellen’ and  Jack,  live  in  Mountain  Lake. 

Your  Mother’s  grandfather  on  her  Mother’s  side  was 
David  Nickel.  Grandfather  and  Grandmother  Nickel 
lived  and  died  on  a  farm  near  Mountain  Lake 
Your  Mother’s  Mother,  nee  Gertrude  Nickel,  was  born 
April  11,  1856,  and  died  May  25.  1923.  As  Grandfather 
Hiebert  died  in  1901,  your  Grandmother  was  a  widow 
for  22  years.  Your  Mother  Helen,  the  oldest  of  the  chil¬ 
dren,  was  only  18  at  the  time  and  your  grandmother  had 
the  bringing  up  of  her  family  alone  to  do.  Ben,  the  young¬ 
est,  was  about  six.  With  very  moderate  means  she  did  a 
splendid  $ob  of  it.  Anna,  Mary  and  Abram  have  died  as 
above  noted,  and  at  this  writing,  your  Mother,  Gertrude 
(Mrs.  D.  J.  Schroeder)  and  Ben  are  left.  Of  the  first 
group,  Jacob,  Gerhard,  Elizabeth  and  John  have  died. 
David,  Susie,  (Mrs.  Abram  Nickel)  and  Peter  are  living 
at  this  writing. 
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